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THE CHRISTIAN APPROACH TO 
RACIAL PROBLEMS IN THE MODERN WORLD 


ORIGINS OF COLOUR PREJUDICE 


Where did this colour feeling come from? In the deep souths of the 
United States and Africa the supporters of apartheid and segregation say 
it comes from God, and many claim that God has allotted to them the job 
of seeing that the colour lines are not crossed, though this seems to have 
been done rather late in the day. 


There were no colour problems in the Roman Empire, nor in the 
medieval world. Then how did they begin? They began as a consequence 
of that fantastic flowering of the human genius which took place in Europe. 
The slow pace at which man had mastered his material environment suffered 
a sudden quickening of tempo. Discovery followed discovery at a speed 
that still shows no sign of diminishing. 


Why did this happen in Europe? This is a fascinating question, but 
luckily we do not have to answer it here. We must note however two 
consequences of its happening in Europe. The first was that Europeans 
were able to go to every part of the world, and do pretty well what they 
liked; the second was that Europeans, even those who had no gifts of 
invention whatsoever, came to consider themselves the superiors of all 
other people, because none could withstand them. 


Now what did they do? We shall not enter into a debate as to whether 
they did more harm than good, or more good than harm. They did both 
good and harm. On the one hand they prepared the rest of the world for 
great material and scientific advancement; they brought incalculable 
benefits in education and medicine, they brought European music and art 
and literature, they brought a high religion which declared that every man 
was known to God and was of value in His sight. On the other hand, 
because of their superior knowledge and skill, they often despised the people 
of these other countries, used them as tools, and brought this high religion 
into disrepute by their disregard for its greatest commandments. 


This was known as the colonial age, and the practice of entering a 
country, and doing what one liked in it, both good and bad, was known as 
colonialism. Again we shall not debate its good and bad points, because 
in the form best known to us it is nearly dead, and we shall hope it will 
not assume any other, because whatever its faults and its virtues, it encou- 
rages a parasitic symbiosis, in which the dominating minority enjoys 
luxury and anxiety, and the dominated majority enjoys poverty and resent- 
ment. This is of course a generalisation, and I have therefore framed it 
carefully. It presents a pretty bad picture, but unfortunately it is worse 
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than I have painted it, because when the dominators are white and the 
dominated are not, the anxiety and the resentment take on a racial character. 


Any Christian who concerns himself with racial problems must take 
account of this anxiety and this resentment, because they are the most 
formidable elements of any situation where there are white dominators and 
non-white dominees.* I do not think there can be any argument that both 
the anxiety and resentment are the results of the domination. Further, 
when whites dominate and non-whites are dominated, racial fears, hates, 
and prejudices are propagated. Christians accept the imperfections of 
human society, but they never stop trying to eradicate them. Therefore they 
will resist the unnecessary corruption of human nature by fear and hatred. 
Any active Christian must wholeheartedly support even if he cannot work for 
the abolition of any state of racial domination. 


I should like to point out that to be the dominating partner in such a 
situation not only subjects one to undue pressures of fear and anxiety, not 
only erodes one’s spiritual values, but also results in still another kind of 
mental and spiritual damage, namely that one has a continual sense of 
guilt, in the first place because of accusations from within, in the second 
place because of accusations from without. But on the other hand to be the 
dominating partner brings material benefits and privileges. These benefits 
and privileges constitute one of the most powerful reasons for maintaining 
white domination. It is not the only reason however. There are also 
dominating partners who realise that the situation cannot endure, and who 
are anxious to break away from it, but who fear to do so, because they are 
afraid of creating a new situation in which they themselves may in their 
turn become a dominated group, but worse even than that, a totally unwanted 
group, a thing which the dominated non-white group never was. 


We may agree therefore that the lot of the dominating group in a 
situation of dominance is not a happy one. This sense of unhappiness in 
members of the dominating group is increasing, partly because of the fear 
of the consequences of prolonging domination, partly because of the fear 
of the consequences of ending it, partly because of the guilt, and partly 
because of the rising clamour of the outside world against it. Every time 
this sense of unhappiness is increased, the psychological certitude by which 
one maintains one’s domination is reduced. 


CHRISTIAN PRESSURES 


Now as part of our discussion here this evening I wish to put the 
question—what should be the attitude, both in thought and action, of a 
Christian living outside a situation of dominance to that situation? I am 
frequently asked this question, and it is a very important one. Now let me 
say that of all the causes that prompt a dominating partner to seek to change the 
situation, the greatest is external pressure. It is external pressure that moves 
the possessor of the uneasy conscience to action. I do not think that one 
should cease to work and pray for a change of heart, but I think one should 
look at the hard facts. Will a dominating partner willingly surrender his 


* This is a new word I have coined, and I take the opportunity of using it in 
London, because it has quite a different meaning in South Africa. 
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position of dominance? I do not think so. There is no reason why a 
Christian should believe in the willingness of man to do justice because it 
is right to do so, not even the willingness of Christians. The greater the 
devotion of a Christian to his Lord, the more likely is he to do justice 
under all circumstances. 


There are those who believe that the way to change an unjust society 
is to change the men and women in it. Not one of us would deny the 
importance of such a mission. But I see no reason why a Christian should 
believe that such a mission would succeed by itself in bringing about the 
desired change, nor why he should nor how he can withdraw himself from 
other activity. I see no reason why Christians should be either optimistic 
or pessimistic about the human future. What surely should be the character- 
istic of the Christian is his faith, that God is Maker, Ruler, and Judge of 
men, and that our times are in His hands. What is more, because God is 
our Ruler, we are to serve Him in obedience; but it is the service, and not 
the victory, that is to be our joy. Surely that is the only meaning that can 
be given to our religion, not that we shall succeed in this campaign or that, 
but that in God’s service we shall be free. 


It seems to me that although we must not cease to try to change men’s 
hearts, we must consider it just as important to change their attitudes. 
What I mean to say is this, while we should continue to persuade people to 
do what is just because it is just, we should also continue to persuade them 
to do what is just on the grounds that the consequences will be painful if 
they do not, not spiritual consequences like unhappiness of mind and 
corruption of soul, but material consequences like loss of markets and 
exclusion from international amenities, which consequences it may be in 
our power to bring about. 


Shall we consider very briefly the questions that a Christian must 
answer satisfactorily before he could conscientiously undertake such per- 
suasion? Is it Christian to exert unpleasant pressures in order to change 
attitudes ? Is it Christian to boycott or to persuade others to boycott the 
trade of some country whose rulers practice racial discrimination? Is it 
Christian to seek the exclusion of such a country from international arts 
and sports? Is it in fact Christian to interest oneself in the affairs of other 
countries, and to exert pressure on them to change policies which are 
contrary to Christian ethics? Is it indeed Christian to seek to coerce a 
country to change ‘such policies ? 


Let us be clear that there is nothing in the Christian tradition that 
could censure one, and everything that could commend one, for seeking 
to defend one’s own rights and the rights of one’s neighbours. There are 
two ways of doing this, by moral pressure exerted on a transgressor’s feelings 
and conscience by means of exhortation, encouragement, and condemnation, 
and by physical pressure exerted on his person, freedom, or possessions. 
The underlying assumption is that a person guilty of injustice has partially 
and temporarily forfeited his rights, just as a man who threatens my life 
may not, except I believe in pacifist doctrine, claim any sanctity for his own. 


Christians must not however use physical pressure unless the injustice 
is real and grave, and unless there are no other means of redress, and they 
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must preserve some kind of proportion between the severity of the pressure 
and the gravity of the injustice. 


Some Christians, however, still hesitate to inflict pain or loss or dis- 
comfort, which is of course what physical pressure involves. They shrink 
even from the use of moral pressure, from condemnation, criticism, and 
judgment on the grounds that they are loveless, and add only more bitter- 
ness to a chaotic and warring world. Sometimes I receive letters from 
persons who accuse me of doing just that, and who ask why I am so quick to 
condemn and so tardy to commend. Such letters disturb me for a while, 
but they are good for me, because they set me examining myself to see 
whether I truly love my neighbour, or merely hate my enemy, or merely 
seek perhaps to draw attention to myself, or merely attack in others the 
evil that corrupts my own soul. I say to my audience tonight whether you 
hate your enemy, or seek to draw attention to yourself, or attack in others 
the evil that threatens you, so long as you love your neighbour you have a 
right and a duty to succour and defend him. Just action cannot be desisted 
from because one’s motives are impure. Nevertheless we have a duty not 
to judge lovelessly, and some of us, anxious to prove that we do not, affirm 
our love for those whom we condemn; such Christian affirmation should 
be left to the pure in heart. I say to my audience, we cannot refrain from 
judging, only we must remember that judgment is born of a passion for 
justice, it is not justice that is born of a passion for judgment. By all 
means let us humbly examine our lives and motives, but do not let us 
suppose that our imperfections excuse us from condemning injustice and 
defending our neighbours. 


There are Christians who argue that moral or physical pressures may 
only harden the heart of the transgressor, and make him bear down more 
heavily on those he oppresses. I tell you that Dominators dominate, and 
continue dominating, for far deeper reasons than that pressures are brought 
to bear upon them. It is true that they may hold on more fiercely when 
others try to prise their fingers away, but that is not because their hearts 
are hardening, it is because their grips are weakening. 


THE ETHICS OF A BOYCOTT 


There is yet another moral argument to which I would like to pay 
special attention, and that is that an act such as boycott, for example, may 
be paid for with innocent lives, and that rather than lose one child’s life, it 
is better to endure things as they are. It is terrible to be faced with the grim 
alternative of choosing between a child’s life and a weakening of racial 
domination. When Gaffori, the hero of Corsica, was besieging the Genoese 
in Corte, his enemies held his captured child above that part of the wall on 
which his guns were trained, but Gaffori ordered his men to fire. Luckily 
the child lived to relate, says Southey, “‘ a fact so honourable to his father.” 
The choice is made more difficult when it is not one’s own suffering but 
the suffering of others that is the price to be paid. One of my respected 
friends and colleagues,* a Christian man of courage and integrity, when 


* Mr. Walter Stanford, M.p., Parliamentary representative of the African 
people of the Transkei. 


confronted with this terrible choice, wrote to The Times of London, 
pointing out that a boycott of South African goods would mean suffering 
and hardship for the African people, and arguing that continued industrial 
expansion held out the hope of material advancement. It is clearly therefore 
a hard choice to make, but let us be clear what the choice is. It is a choice 
between making an attempt to end the system of dominance even at the 
cost of suffering to people, and on the other hand supporting it, and con- 
tinuing to deny them opportunity, fundamental rights, and democratic 
freedoms. I should like to offer guidance to those who are perplexed, 
perhaps even grieved, by having to make this choice. I understand well 
that one shrinks from taking a decision for which others must pay. I wish 
to give my testimony here that all those non-white South Africans with 
whom I am associated, politically and socially, most of them urban people 
knowing clearly what is involved, would choose without exception to risk 
economic and personal suffering, rather than consent to the prolongation 
of a system which denies them and their children status and recognition, 
except, because of the world’s pressure, in some hypothetical future, so 
far off that no dominator now living will be incommoded. 


Christians should realise that racial discrimination in a situation of 
dominance cannot be fought with the weapons that are readily available 
in a democratic country. Racial discrimination is practised in many parts 
of the United States, but in that country there are legal means of fighting it. 
In South Africa there are no such means. It appears therefore that the 
boycott, which is rightly regarded with horror in democratic countries, is 
legitimate when it is used in and against countries where there is a situation 
of dominance, and no other weapon is available. 


CHRISTIANS AND RACIAL SEPARATION 


There may be Christians living outside South Africa who feel that they 
cannot use such a weapon because they hear that the Government is planning 
to end the situation of dominance, and to develop the so-called “ native 
reserves ” so that the African people living in them will be able to achieve 
independence and a free life. I do not believe that this racial separation 
will ever be achieved. These reserves have no ports, no mineral resources of 
any consequence, and no one except the Minister believes that they can ever 
produce a Johannesburg, a Cape Town, or a Durban; the industrialisation 
of these reserves will be based on a plan unique in history—development 
will not be near water or power or strategic centres, but will take place on 
the borders of the reserves, so that the white employers will be able to live 
on the one side and the black employees on the other. One day, says the 
Minister, the whole world will come to see how it works. 


There is one thing you should know however, that millions of African 
people will still be compelled to seek their living in the white areas, and 
there they will be forever regarded as temporary sojourners, with no civic 
rights, exposed to the danger that at any minute they might be forcibly 
returned to the reserves, because they said they thought, or perhaps even 
because they just thought, that the entire scheme of separation was a fraud 
and a deception. 


Yet even if this goal of complete separation is eventually achieved, it 
is going to be done at a cost that no decent person can contemplate without 
horror. African freehold owners are going to be removed from their small 
plots of land earned by humble industry. The threat of removal hangs 
over all the Indian business men of South Africa; already the decree has 
gone out that all the Indian business men of Johannesburg must move their 
businesses to a point twenty miles from the city. Professor Z. K. Matthews, 
at the end of a long and honourable life, must give up his work and his 
pension because he cannot as a free man and a Christian accept the authori- 
tarian regime of the new tribal universities, which will not permit any 
criticism of Apartheid. White citizens of standing kill themselves rather 
than face public trial under the Immorality Act. A coloured man commits 
suicide because he is ordered to move under the Group Areas Act. White 
families are split asunder because the father is discovered to have coloured 
blood, and bitterest irony, the now coloured children flee from him with 
their white mother. An African woman, mother of eleven children, is 
banned without trial to a desolate part of the country. No non-white 
student who is known to oppose racial separation has any hope whatever 
of proceeding overseas to study, at least not by the usual routes. Set against 
this, the benefits of apartheid, the new hospitals, the new housing schemes, 
the promise of independence in some day to come, and ask yourselves 
whether in the name of God’s justice a balance can be struck. I tell you 
Apartheid is utterly contemptuous of the sufferings of individuals; but it 
excuses itself on the grounds that its goal is the welfare of whole communi- 
ties. How can one help remembering the words of Christ, ‘‘ whoso shall 
offend one of these little ones which believe in me, it were better for him 
that a millstone were hanged about his neck, and that he were drowned 
in the depth of the sea.” I have no shadow of doubt that Apartheid does 
just this, day after day after day, and that it is the duty of Christians all 
over the world to condemn and oppose it. It is not a matter of domestic 
concern; it is a matter of concern to the whole human race, and to the 
international community. 

It is difficult to interpret Christ’s injunction “‘ judge not that ye be 
not judged.” It is easier to understand His condemnation of the man who 
is concerned to remove the mote from his brother’s eye, while there is a 
beam in his own. He tells him first to cast the beam out of his own eye, 
so that he may see clearly to cast the mote out of his brother’s. He calls 
the man a hypocrite who does otherwise. He says further that if we judge, 
we must expect to be judged by the same standard that we have employed. 


There are therefore two sound reasons for setting our own house in 
order; one is that it is our duty to do so, the other is that our fight against 
evil is vitiated when we ourselves temporise. This is true of the fight 
against the colour bar; many white Christians oppose it in part, and their 
opposition is made useless because they accept it in part as well. 

The Christian Church can have no truck with the colour bar, neither 
in its ministry nor in its worship, nor in its schools. Some white Christians 
would leave the church altogether if the colour bar were abolished; others 
are more devout, and would join some other denomination. Such people 
are not Christians, and they think of the Church, not as the mystical body 
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of Christ in which they are very members incorporate, but as a human 
club that can be left at will when one wishes to show one’s displeasure. It 
is sometimes said that Islam and Communism are the great enemies of 
Christianity in Africa. That is not true; the great enemy of Christianity in 
Africa is the pseudo-Christianity that can find a dozen reasons, some of 
them theological, why the colour bar should be maintained, the pseudo- 
Christianity that is so contemptuous of idealism, that calls love sentimenta- 
lity, that calls Christ Lord, Lord, and is so cold to His humbler disciples. 
One could cry out with the doctor in Macbeth, when he had seen the 
agony of Lady Macbeth, “‘ God, God forgive us all,’ but it is doubtful 
whether the arrogance of pseudo-Christianity could move one to such 
humility or pity. The Church and its churchmen, have a great duty here, 
and that is to show forth the love that can triumph, and was meant to 
triumph, over human divisions. There is no place for a colour bar in the 
Christian Church. ; 


There is another duty that is incumbent on the Christian and the 
Church, and that is, not only to rejoice in the past, present, and impending 
liberation of the colonial peoples, but to assist them in their development, 
and to influence the colonial governments to be generous in their support. 
Christians in this country must often wonder about the pace of develop- 
ment, especially towards self-government. It is naturally the conservatives* 
amongst us who worry most. I say this to them, that the time is past when 
Europeans could regulate the plan and process of development as they 
thought best. These new countries must be allowed to meet their own 
troubles, but there is one thing at least you could do for them—give them 
a written constitution and a Bill of Rights. They may throw it away and 
they may not. If Britain had given South Africa a written constitution and 
a Bill of Rights in 1910, we would not have been in the situation we are in 
today. Democracy is a hard thing for a new country to make work, but I 
am sure British democracy is harder to make work than American democracy, 
even with all the scandals on T.V. 


The individual Christian, and the community in which he lives, must 
set their houses in order too. Notting Hills and Little Rocks bring great 
comfort to the dominators. They are able to ask “‘ who are you to presume 
to judge us?” Or they will say “ you will see we are right in the end; 
racial contact means racial conflict.” I shall leave you to answer their 
question, but I propose to conclude by considering their statement which 
in times of disturbance has great power to seduce, that racial contact pro- 
duces friction, and that people of different races, and especially different 
colours, live together better when separated. When there has been a public 
display of racial hatred and violence, when people have been killed by those 
who hated them enough to do so, when the lover of all mankind is sick at 
heart, how tempting it is to believe that racial separation is the only way. 


In the first place let me say that racial contact can produce both racial 
conflict and racial harmony. But the obvious factor of racial contact is not 
the important one; the important factor is the nature of the society in which 
the contact takes place. If the main relationship between the groups is 
competitive, conflict is likely; if co-operative, harmony is likely. Further, if 

* No reference to any Party intended. 
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the competive relationship is the important one, the “ otherness ” of the 
other group is emphasised, especially when there is a startling difference 
of skin colour. It is not surprising then that the rulers in a situation of 
dominance believe that racial contact breeds conflict. 


Let me say in the second place that racial separation in such a situation 
is the very way to prevent the growth of those co-operative relationships 
that tend towards harmony, and which tend to minimise the racial character 
of the competitive situation. The dominator, by striving for racial separation, 
may be trying to reduce racial conflict, but he is also trying to preserve a Have you read other Christian Action publications about South Africa ? 
competitive relationship, which has so far been advantageous to himself. 


The Supreme Court of the United States in 1898 decided that racial 
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optimistic as to believe in a great world harmony, but I see no reason to 

doubt that we shall achieve a world in which the colour of a man’s skin 

will cease to have any relevance to his status, his earnings, his job, his mar- ee : ie ; 
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